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Humanization is a frequently invoked goal of interfaith dialogue—but what does it mean to 
dialoguers to be “human,” let alone to make each person more human? This article takes 
a close look at the common discourses of interfaith dialoguers, and how those discourses 
are translated into action. Drawing on observed vignettes and reflections from ethnographic 
interviews across geopolitical contexts, the article conceptualizes humanization as a discursive 
object of the interfaith society that dialoguers invoke to enhance group solidarity and express 
collective identity in the form of their sacred values. By frequently invoking the concept of 
humanization, interfaith dialogues signal to each other that they are uniting around a common 
goal. Specifically, the article investigates normative discourses regarding “humanization” of 
the religious other and how the practice of exchanging narratives facilitates humanization and 
the cultivation of empathy. Through this data we can see that “humanization” is a common 
discursive goal of dialoguers. In Italy, humanization is a matter of disconfirming stereotypes 
and alleviating ignorance across social divides, whereas in the Middle East humanization 
intensifies into a commitment to not physically harm the other, who is recognized through the 
course of intergroup engagement as sharing a common ground of experience and complexity 
with the other. Dialoguers say humanization can be achieved through non-discursive relational 
practices such as artistic collaboration, shared silence, humor or cognitive re-framing, but 
most often through narrative storytelling. 










interreligious world - but what does 
it	mean	that	shared	values	served	to	
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at the common discourses of interfaith 
dialoguers, and how those discourses 



















then in about 12 other interfaith 
groups.*	I	held	69	semi-structured	
2-hour	interviews	in	Rome,	mostly	




were semi-structured, meaning that 


























These questions about 
humanization	and	mutual	recognition	




journalists to Israel and the Palestinian 
Territories	to	research	dialogue	practices	




and seminars in Italian high schools 
about	the	Israel-Palestine	conflict.	
This	chapter	draws	on	ethnographic	






Palestine. A rich transcultural data set 
about	the	construct	of	humanization	
will enrich understanding of what 
interfaithers mean by this word. 




of interfaith engagement. He said that 
interfaith	engagement	“doesn’t	reverse	
Western trends of working, eating, 
enjoying consumer trends - but it brings 
depth	to	everything	we	do,	and	it	brings	
a	consciousness	of	values.”	This	imam	
felt that the change dialogue can bring 
to	society	is	“a	movement	of	universal	
values	that	are	shaped	and	upheld	
by all communities in all regions, 
interreligious	values	connecting	people	









between humans. Without these we are 















mutual recognition, the more broadly 
applicable	they	become,	and	the	more	
seemingly	“achievable.”	These	goals	
remain most morally forceful when 
they	are	invoked	in	broad	and	inclusive	
verbiage.	Since	interfaith	discourse	on	








Durkheim wrote that religion is a social 
fact,	so	it	must	have	a	social	basis.	










framework, interfaith dialogue is a sort 
of	“church”	of	values,	where	all	can	
transcend the religious and cultural 
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difference	and	worship	their	common	








guidance which binds the man of faith 
to his cult. It is this reality that makes 
him	rise	above	himself.”[5]









A Zen Buddhist monk of Dialogo 
Interreligioso Monastico told me, 
“Dialogue	is	a	little	like	a	religion,	






Study of Arabic and Islam, I told a 
participant	I	was	studying	interfaith	
dialogue	in	Rome	and	he	said,	“An	
interfaith gathering quickly becomes 
a new religion, with its own form of 
communication,	its	own	moral	system.”




denominations, schisms, hierarchies, 
and a history that enables each member 
to	be	a	part	of	something	that	is	greater	
than	the	sum	of	its	parts.**  As in the 
Durkheimian	definition	of	religion,	
interfaithing in Rome consists of a 
network	of	people	practicing	interfaith	
encounters, who all together constitute 












that the interfaithers feel tasked with 
constructing. The interfaithers, by 
talking about and enacting their sacred 
values	through	the	canopy	of	dialogue	
methods,	develop	a	common	language	
that binds them together. 
But	the	sacred	values	of	





























solidarity. To continue this Durkheimian 
line of thought, it should be noted that 
Durkheim himself conjectured that 
the	sacred	value	of	“humanity”	would	




contrasted with the natural tendency to 
conflict	and	social	bias	that	dialoguers	
say is found among human beings. 
This	chapter	delves	into	the	various	
meanings that dialoguers assign to 
the	notion	of	humanization,	and	what	
it means to be fully human. Their 
perspective	is	most	clearly	encapsulated	





establishing the constructed meanings 
of	humanity,	we	will	look	specifically	
at	the	methodology	of	narrative—in	






















or more human. The basic argument 
here	is	that	dialoguers	invoke	humanity	
as	an	aspirational	ideal	and	a	discursive	
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lighter	form	of	suppression	might	be	
better	termed	non-humanization.	It	























said Jews are strange and very rude. 
I asked why they thought so, and they 
told me a story of hosting an Orthodox 
Jewish	family	for	an	afternoon	visit	in	
their	home.	The	Jews,	to	keep	kosher,	
brought their own food, drink and 
paper	plates.	The	host	family	was	very	
offended by this. They understood the 
separate	food,	but	for	them	separate	
plates	were	inconceivable.	They	took	
it as an insult against their basic way 
of life. It sounded to me like the host 
family did not know the subtleties of 
kashrut***		and	that	the	Jews	did	not	take	
the	time	to	explain	this	aspect	of	their	




concept	of	kashrut and related to them 
that	I	myself—also	Jewish—was	























interfaithers try to bring to Rome in 
order	to	humanize	social	actors	outside	
the norm who are readily subject to 
dehumanizing	stereotypes.













faces and gestures. …We come to the 
same God, and if we are white, black 
or	blonde,	it’s	not	important.	We	are	
humans. When we are friends, we 
are	blind	to	color,	we	don’t	see	it.	All	
are equal. It is with each other we are 
human.	Dialogue	is	humanization.	










see that the other is just a human who is 










establish commonalities. In the Middle 
Eastern	context,	dehumanization	is	
much	more	apparent,	in	many	ways	
the widely-sanctioned default stance 
when it comes to regarding the other. 
Standing	in	an	olive	field	near	Walajah,	
Kamila recounted a standoff of mutual 
dehumanization	between	Zionist	settlers	
and a Palestinian.
If a settler came to me and said 





is my home. They stole and forbid 




hurt us so much I cannot understand 
them. …If you are using religion 
or a Biblical argument, you should 




high wall around my house. A wall 
means you know you are a thief, and 
you are afraid. To me they are the 
ones not acting human.
	Khalid	in	Palestine	experienced	
dehumanization	when	he	described	his	
feelings about the red warning signs 
posted	on	the	Green	Line	checkpoints.	
The signs discourage Israelis from 









you should not come in because the 
owner is not here and you will get 
bit?	This	is	what	those	signs	are,	like	
we	are	animals	in	the	zoo,	like	we	
are mean dogs. To be human you 
have	to	have	faith	in	other	human	
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beings. 






And in the Middle East that human 











also human and show that they suffered 
just as much as we do when we lose our 
brother,	sister,	son.”	
The notion of humanity, and how 
it is furthered through engagement 
across	religious	and	social	divides,	is	a	
discursive	object	of	central	importance	








Israelis as the enemy. Our stance is to 
look at them as humans, with fresh eyes, 
and see what we can learn from each 
other, because Israelis and Palestinians 
are	interdependent	and	halves	of	the	
whole.”
Differently from the fractious 




humanity, rather than a modality for 








contrast to Middle Eastern dialogues 
which	must	first	attend	to	the	difficult	
task of establishing shared humanity. 
A	Roman	woman	who	was	exposed	to	
dialogue	through	a	friend	said	“We	have	
to look in the eyes of the other, see their 
skin, see yourself in the other, then we 










a nun working in a homeless shelter run 
by the order started by Mother Theresa. 
The	shelter	tries	to	minister	to	a	diverse	
population,	welcoming	homeless	people	






At the heart of our dialogue is 
respect	for	the	dignity	of	the	
individual.	People	need	more	than	
food. They need a warm smile, a 
personal	greeting,	to	be	called	by	
name--these are the words of the 
heart.	At	first,	those	who	come	to	
us want nothing to do with us as 
people,	but	little	by	little	they	see	us	
sisters and begin to want to know us 




human family is healing - it makes 
them human. Once we cared for 
a Muslim lady in our community 
who	experienced	respect	during	
her Ramadan fast, so she became 
respectful	of	Catholic	women	and	
more	involved	and	supportive.	We	
reached her humanity, so she reached 
ours. 
Interfaithers are clear that 
recognizing	the	humanity	of	religious	













other becoming more familiar, while 
some	speak	of	a	more	distinct	other.	







interfacing with daily realities, where 
people	are	more	likely	to	make	personal	








is what Milton Bennett, Mohamed 
Abu-Nimer	and	others	in	the	field	of	
intercultural communication might call 
“minimization.”	Interfaithers	display	a	
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what is distinct. This conforms to one 
of	Bennett’s	points	about	minimization,	
which	is	that	it	reduces	the	complexity	
of the other. That might seem to 
have	some	initial	benefit	for	positive	
feelings about the other but becomes 
less	adaptive	over	time	if	one	needs	to	
deepen	relationships	and	collaboration.
The logical next question is, what 
constitutes	this	common,	universalized	
general	category	of	“human”?	Aristotle	
argued that what differentiates humans 
















there. But we can connect on a 
human	level.	Religious	people	have	












































core. These commonality-seeking 
interfaithers	rarely	respond	to	religious	
difference with denial or defense (at 
least	openly),	but	they	almost	always	
reach for what is shared rather than 
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dialoguers often seek consciously 
to discard categories like Muslim, 











































from other sentient creatures. Peter 
Roberts[12]	says	that	people	pursue	this	
ideal of being human when we engage 
in	critical,	dialogical	praxis.	According	
to Freire, what makes us distinctly 


















by the world, in order to name the 
world.”[17]	That	is,	the	human	quest	
to understand and transform the world, 
through communication with others, is a 
praxis	which	must	involve	a	love	of	the	
world and others, along with a sense of 
humility and critical thinking. 
In	pursuit	of	such	“humanization,”	
12
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he or she become human.  A lone 
homo	sapiens	is	motivated	only	by	
greed—and is, as Durkheim says, homo 
economicus. Dialoguers seem only to 
consider those who share their sacred 
values	of	unity,	harmony,	social	change	
and	civic	society	as	truly	reflecting	































is the embodiment of their own sacred 
values.	In	contrast,	Homo	sapiens	have	
a	tendency	to	make	generalizations	
based on categories and to engage 
in	conflict.	Dialoguers	use	“human”	
in	a	normative	sense,	referring	to	








dialoguers, I found that they make 













In dialoguer discourse, the natural 
instincts	of	Homo	sapiens	are	almost	
entirely	negative.	Homo	sapiens	are	
construed as animalistic creatures, 







ameliorate the discomfort of alterity. 
Although	discourse	about	humanization	
focuses initially on commonalities, 
dialogue	also	reveals	the	emergence	










































society, there is something essentially 
“human”	in	the	sincere	and	peaceful	
exploration	of	both	similarities	and	






like Daniel at the Israeli-Palestinian 
Interfaith Encounter Association, 
start	groups	off	by	emphasizing	
commonalities	in	order	to	relax	people,	
and once trust has been established, 
the	group	will	begin	to	explore	their	
differences. 




their identities, not be antagonistic 
to	differences	but	be	confident.	
They	have	to	be	able	to	face	other	
identities within and beyond their 
own	religion.	The	deepest	value	we	
have	at	Religions	for	Peace	is	respect	
for difference. (Volunteer, Religions 
for	Peace)
14
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may	prepare	interfaith	leaders	to	initiate	
more meaningful, relational dialogues 
in their home communities.
Indeed, according to most of my 
interviewees,	humanization	emerges	
chiefly	in	practical,	personal	encounters,	










While an exchange of words - 
particularly	the	exchange	of	personal	
narratives	-	can	foster	an	experience	of	
the humanity of the other, sometimes 
elite discourse can obscure meaning-
making	and	relationship	building.	
The	creative	dialogue	form	of	
interfaith engagement, such as artistic 
collaborations	or	even	shared	humor,	
can	potentially	draw	forth	a	spontaneous	
encounter of authentic humanity. 
Shimon of Rabbis for Human Rights 
said,	“We	can’t	limit	dialogue	to	‘words’	
because	the	whole	concept	concerns	the	









forms of interfaithing such as artistic 





Creative Dialogue: Breaking down 




on common structures of human 
relationality	such	as	parenthood	or	
friendship,	it	follows	that	certain	
methodologies of interreligious dialogue 
are	more	likely	to	foster	humanization	
than others. That is, methodologies such 
as theological and academic discourse 
are	less	effective,	in	comparison	to	


























Beyond Borders was founded 
during	an	orchestra	workshop	at	the	
Vatican. Musicians from four nations, 
all of different religions, gathered 
together	to	make	music.	They	lived,	








































equilibrium of these qualities and 














Another musician, Fahim, 
confirmed	this	analogy.	Fahim	is	the	
director and cellist of Beyond Borders, 
an interfaith music ensemble which 
plays	traditional	music	from	many	
traditions.	They	are	Jewish,	Catholic,	
Orthodox and Muslim classical 
musicians	who	play	traditional	classical	
pieces	as	a	way	of	preserving	them.	
A few months later, Fahim and I met 
for	coffee	at	Largo	Argentina	near	the	
Pantheon, and I asked him more about 
Beyond Borders. He thinks their art 
makes	a	statement	“outside	politics,	
outside religion, just music, no words, 
16
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religious humor a way to see things 













learned the hard way how Hindus are 
offended	daily	by	people	eating	burgers	
and	making	Gandhi	jokes.”	If	someone	
gets offended, the dialogue can easily 
be	compromised.	Though	Botvar	also	








and meditation - is also cited as an 
effective	mode	of	dialogue	because	





beauty. In Rome, the co-founder of the 
John	Cabot	University	Interfaith	Club,	
describe how his students regularly 
meet in the meditation garden for 30 
Confronti’s	Semi di Pace lecture series, 
which	presents	lectures	from	Israelis	
and Palestinians in Italian high schools, 
two	Palestinian	and	Israeli	speakers	
engaged in a humorous, affectionate 
“humanizing”	exchange.	
Sarah: I ordered you a double 
espresso,	Khalid.




Khalid: I want to take my shoes off 
and walk on the Mediterranean Sea.
Sarah:	You	are	not	Jesus,	Khalid.
Khalid: I walked on water once! 
When it rained. The water came 







as an entrée to interfaith engagement.
[21][22]*****	Academics	have	also	
begun to take note. At the 2017 annual 


























awareness of the ways in which these 
categories are clouding, obstructing, 
or	unbalancing	their	perception	of	







































breaks down the wall of words.
Humanization and Non-Linear 
Thinking 





















Interfaith Dialogue and Humanization of the Religious Other: Discourse and Action
Methodist church at the time and 
we met there. One day he came to 
my	house	for	lunch,	he	didn’t	have	
a	place	to	stay.	He	always	refused	







he could afford to eat that much, so 
he	didn’t	want	to	get	used	to	eating	
too much and too well. And he saw 
that	I	was	surprised,	and	a	little	
ashamed for offering too much, and 
he	was	very	gentle	and	grateful.	He	
saw	he	needed	to	explain	himself	to	
me instead of just refusing. So, he 
told me the story of where he came 
from and what his life had been like 
in	Cameroon.	The	first	opinion	I	
changed from meeting him was the 
idea	that	everyone	in	Africa	is	very	
poor.	This	boy	wasn’t	poor	back	in	
his country, he was an agricultural 
engineer and he had a degree, a job, 
a	house,	a	car.	I	was	speechless,	
because the life of a refugee here 






come here to make money and enjoy 
the	riches	of	Europe.	In	some	cases	
it can be true, in some others not. 
...That	boy	changed	my	opinion	
about immigration and refugees. He 
completely	changed	my	perspective.	
I thought that offering a big meal 
to that boy was a good thing, and 





in a whole new light. And I think 
that	he	wasn’t	used	to	being	listened	
to, or used to someone trying to 





































a story, told by Benedetto, from the 
Waldensian Foundation. 
When	I	began	living	in	Rome	




























It is therefore reasonable to frame 









Symbolic interactionist George 
Herbert	Mead[29]	wrote	that	










himself, the narrator listens and is asked 













The encounter with radical difference 
emerges through the course of the 
interaction,	as	one	person	gently	asserts	
the way in which they are different 











and life journey, and how the act of 

















































interfaith society. Mead argued that 
humans are created through social 




the source of meaning, and for symbolic 
interactionists, interaction is the basic 
unit	of	study,	because	individuals	are	
created through interaction - the self 
is	the	result	of	the	social	process	of	
communicating with others. Society too 












a matter of abstract ideas, but is a 
process	of	putting	one’s	self	in	the	
place	of	the	other	person’s	attitude.	





interactionism, it is therefore not a big 
leap	to	make	the	connection	between	
narrative	and	humanization.	Storytelling	























in Walajah, who told the story of his 
disputed	property.	He	is	living	in	the	
last standing homestead in a once-
thriving	Palestinian	town	which	has	
been	encroached	upon	by	the	Israeli	
settlement Har Gilo. His house was 
built	between	1948	and	1967,	so	it	is	
technically a legal homestead, but he 









media. But if you talk with a sister 
or a friend and you tell them about 
that the community itself is entering 
the	process	of	co-constructing	their	










time, the thing that can really change, 
is the way we talk about immigration, 
ethics,	politics,	et	cetera.	If	dialogue	





























































































are different in some ways, we are also 
all	struggling,	suffering	people	sharing	
this world together. Difference is one 
of the barriers that leads most quickly 
to human alienation. According to 







dialoguers signal to each other that they 
are	uniting	around	a	common	goal.[]	
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